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PROLOGUE


Taaffeites are gemstones—extremely rare gemstones—that hardly anyone knows about, except for a few mineralogists, or rather, gemologists. Gemologists are experts in gemstones; even Word’s spell checker doesn’t recognize this word, so it’s no wonder that most people have never heard of them. All known taaffeites to date wouldn’t even fill a teacup. By the way, taaffeites are very beautiful, almost magical gemstones, and it’s surprising that despite the fact that they’re a million times rarer than diamonds and just as beautiful, they’ve remained surprisingly affordable so far, with a value of about $ 2,000–$ 5,000 per carat. I say “so far,” because things were already starting to change. 



It was really just a matter of chance—which presumably doesn’t exist—before someone would discover the hidden properties of these stones. There are certainly esotericists worth taking seriously—if one is willing to take such people seriously at all—who are convinced that these stones are not of this world. Supposedly, they were brought to this world by the Arcturians, an extraterrestrial race that operates discreetly behind the scenes for the benefit of humanity. A book by Norma Milanovic describes her contact with the Arcturians and their crystal technology. 



The fact is, however, that today’s technology—especially communications technology—is based almost entirely on crystal effects. Whether computer chips, laser devices, solar cells, LEDs, or flat-screen displays, all utilize the special properties of various crystals. 



So, as with many discoveries, it simply took a fortunate combination of circumstances for the hidden properties of these crystals to come to light. This fortunate combination manifested itself in the person of Robert Wollmann. Robert had been collecting minerals and gemstones since childhood. He studied physics, picked up mineralogy on the side, and eventually, when he realized he wasn’t going to become “the next Einstein,” switched to telecommunications and electronics—at least that was a way to make a living. But collecting minerals and gemstones always remained his passion. Robert had obviously inherited his passion for minerals and gemstones from his mother’s milk. As a teenager, he would sometimes cycle well over a hundred kilometers on weekends to reach any sites where quartz crystals could be found. He knew almost all the mineral sites within his reach. So it seemed only a matter of time—and increasing income—before the first particularly rare gemstone fell into his hands. He was therefore bursting with pride when he suddenly managed to snag two taaffeites online. For a mineralogist, this is something like the Blue Mauritius is for a stamp collector. This stone fascinated him immensely, and eventually he even managed to acquire several more taaffeites. The internet made it possible. 



But since apparently very few people know about them and these individuals obviously hadn’t been searching for them online at the time, Robert was able to purchase these two rare specimens relatively cheaply, just above the starting price. 



They weren’t large; one piece of taaffeite with a light blue-gray color weighed only 0.44 carats—one carat is 0.2 grams and about the size of a pea. Robert thought it was beautiful. His wife Sylvia, however, thought it was ugly because, in her opinion, the color was actually indefinable. In fact, that is precisely what makes these stones so appealing. They are birefringent, meaning that light is refracted differently depending on the angle of incidence, and that is why its color is indefinable, as it looks different from every viewing angle. The other piece was about twice as large and light pink-violet, depending on the angle from which you viewed it, which she liked a bit better. But you can’t judge collectibles by jewelry standards; it’s like with your own children—they’re always beautiful. 



But these gemstones somehow went far beyond rare collectibles; there was something truly magical about them. The unique colors and the almost unreal beauty of their luster had a fascinating effect. They are not human artifacts like stamps, but natural, ancient witnesses to Earth’s history. With their strange gray-blue hue, they reminded Robert of a sorcerer’s hypnotic eyes. Crystals of this kind require immense pressure and extremely high temperatures, as well as a fortunate combination of the right elements in the same place, to form at all. Ultimately, they contain the order of the universe and a vast amount of energy. Like many plants, the properties and effects of many minerals remain completely unexplored, and this is especially true for such rare specimens. 



Of course, a collector must first thoroughly examine such a rare piece and, naturally, document it as well. Robert therefore began by taking a few photos of it with his digital camera. Photos of small stones are very difficult to take, and the right background and lighting play a major role. After his first attempts on white cloths all turned out very unsatisfactory, he tried using transparent materials as a background. A large rock crystal, weighing nearly 10 kg and measuring half a meter, seemed to him to be the most suitable background; it made a magnificent eye-catcher in his sunroom 



First up was the small gray taaffeite. Unfortunately, it didn’t really stand out on the huge rock crystal, but since it was beautifully cut and also very clear, it still shone quite nicely. Proper lighting remained a problem; experiments with various desk lamps yielded usable results, especially with a very strong halogen lamp, but Robert was still not entirely satisfied. The sunroom faced primarily west, where the entire wall was made of glass and was beautifully warmed by the afternoon and evening sun. Since the sun is still the most beautiful light source, Robert repeated his photo session at three in the afternoon, just as the sun was shining most intensely into the sunroom. At this time of year, that is unfortunately relatively rare, as it only shines really strongly on a few days, and even then not for very long. 



On February 3rd, such a beautiful day finally arrived, and the sky was crystal clear, a blue like the most beautiful sapphires. Robert took a pair of tweezers and carefully placed his smaller taaffeite on the rock crystal in the afternoon sun, then positioned the digital camera. 



Then something very strange happened. Just as he placed the taaffeite on the rock crystal, a tiny cloud briefly covered the sun, but after a few seconds—with everything already perfectly aligned—it emerged again in all its glory. 



At that very moment, before he could even take a picture, the small stone began to glow in a strange light. The light radiated from it in an almost spherical shape, roughly the enlarged form of the gemstone. The strange thing about it was that this light seemed both luminous and opaque at the same time. In any case, he had never seen a light like this before; it glowed in a truly magical way. It could best be compared to the light of his white LED lamp, but much stronger and more intense. The sphere of light was about a meter in diameter, and all objects within that area—primarily the flowers and their pots—had vanished. Robert began to feel afraid. He knew from his profession that crystals can be set into vibration by various energy sources and can also cause very specific effects. Laser beams, for example, are based on this principle—he had even conducted his first experiments with ruby crystals himself during his studies—and rubies are at least related to the Taaffite family. 



The entire electronics and computer industry relies on these effects, and all flat-screen displays consist of such crystal elements. But this effect had to be entirely new. The ball of light pulsed slightly and passed unimpeded through the glass and wood of the windows, even obscuring a few objects and plants outside. No sooner had the next cloud arrived than the phenomenon vanished again, and the plants reappeared and even seemed to be alive, but depending on the sunlight, the effect took hold again immediately. At one point, the ball of light even expanded to nearly two meters, so that Robert became afraid of being caught up in it as well, since he could barely dodge it anymore. Willi the cat, who had been peacefully dozing in the warmth, suddenly jumped up when his tail disappeared into the ball of light and fled, growling like a tiger. Apparently, however, his tail, just like the plants, had suffered no harm, for he inspected it very closely and began to groom it thoroughly—though from a safe distance from the ball of light. 



Meanwhile, the sun was shining brightly and the ball of light remained stable. Now Robert began experimenting with various objects, which he carefully pushed into the sphere of light. Pieces of iron disappeared just like other objects, and even a raw chicken egg seemed to have suffered no harm. In his enthusiasm, he once—the size of the sphere of light did fluctuate a little—unintentionally slipped his index finger and part of his thumb into the sphere of light. Of course, the finger became invisible immediately; the hand, missing its index finger and with only half a thumb, looked terrible, and he pulled it back right away. Just as he had done with the cat, he examined these body parts thoroughly afterward and made a surprising discovery. 



As a child, he had once badly crushed his index finger when he crashed a soapbox car into a wall. Unfortunately, his index finger had been caught between the car and the wall and looked accordingly terrible afterward. The finger healed, but the nail remained permanently damaged and no longer grew straight, but in waves. 



In any case, Robert couldn’t believe his eyes when he examined his fingers; not only did they seem to be fine, but the nail was straight again, as if the accident had never happened. This was unexpected; the little finger of his left hand was also slightly damaged—a minor joint inflammation he’d picked up during a neglected bout of the flu still caused mild pain and remained slightly swollen. So he tried it with that finger. He briefly stepped into the sphere and back out, but this time nothing had changed. Everything remained exactly as before. Strange, he thought; obviously, the cause hadn’t been long enough ago. The temptation to step all the way into the sphere of light himself was now very strong, but the sun was already beginning to set again, and the sphere was therefore once more much too small. 





It turned into a sleepless night filled with dreams that were both beautiful and terrifying. Everything revolved around the ball of light. He dreamed that by the very next day, a huge crowd had already lined up to heal their old injuries, and then suddenly seven gray-blue aliens emerged from the ball and demanded apricot jam. They simply wouldn’t leave without taking a jar of it with them. He was particularly particular about this jam, because he had the best apricots there are in his garden, and his wife Sylvia always made a particularly delicious jam out of them. Then he dreamed that he went into the sphere and suddenly ended up in a jungle from which he couldn’t find his way out. Then again, he found himself on an endlessly long slide that wound its way around the Milky Way, with a magnificent view of the most incredible night sky, but with no chance of ever getting out again. Anyway, when he woke up drenched in sweat, he felt completely exhausted, but he had a clear plan. He had to get into the ball of light himself, no matter what it took. 
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      Part 1

    

  
    
      

      CHAPTER 1

      The Experiment

      
        In the afternoon, when the sun was shining again, though with more clouds in the sky, he repeated the experiment. First with the small taaffeite; the effect remained exactly the same as the day before. This time he tried sticking a toe inside. His long middle toe looked a little bent, which was also due to an accident in his youth when he had broken that toe playing soccer. And sure enough, just like with the fingernail, the toe came out completely undamaged, straight as an arrow. When the sun disappeared once more, he quickly swapped the small taaffeite for the much larger blue-violet stone. As expected, the effect when the sun returned was exactly the same, but the ball of light now appeared much larger and also had a violet tint. Now he didn’t even need to go inside anymore, because the ball of light filled almost the entire room, and for a brief moment it completely engulfed him. But before he could see anything, the sun disappeared again, and with it the light. So he sat down nearby and waited. 
      

      
        When the cloud had cleared again and the sun returned in full, the ball of light began to grow rapidly once more, and Robert was immediately enveloped by it. 
      

      At first, everything seemed to be as it had been before. At first glance, the surroundings seemed pretty much unchanged; the objects remained the same, and the flowers, plants, and trees also appeared to be the same. Only the light had a completely different atmosphere. The sun no longer shone, yet it was still bright—more like after a thunderstorm, when a rainbow appears on the horizon. The colors looked the same way, everything bathed in rainbow light and the sky a deep black-blue. 

      

      
        Once he had gotten used to the strange light a little, he did notice a series of strange occurrences. Felix the cat, who had been hit by a car two years ago and was now buried in the garden, suddenly strolled leisurely across the meadow, which was now a blue-green color. At first he thought it was Cenci, but Cenci was still lying on the bench, snoring. So it had to be Felix, without a doubt, who was strolling there—though without casting a shadow. As Felix approached the trees, Robert saw that they were obviously inhabited as well. The trees were beautiful and had leaves in all the colors of the rainbow. In the cherry tree—by far the most beautiful tree—sat, looking quite content, an almost transparent human figure right in the center, clad in a purple robe. He wore a golden crown on his head. Similar figures sat in the other trees as well. In the large apple tree sat a beautiful but elderly woman with long, golden-blonde hair, who was just combing it with relish. The other trees were inhabited by figures of varying beauty, such as in the apricot tree, where a very old woman with many wrinkles on her face sat, reminding Robert of a witch. Not all the shrubs were inhabited; only in one grapevine lived a child-like creature who was apparently chatting with a dwarf in the currant bush, who seemed quite annoyed because he was waving his hands wildly. Apparently, his home, the currant bush, had once again been run over by children on a sled. He couldn’t hear what these creatures were talking about, though, since he was still inside the winter garden, but he would have been very interested to know. 
      

      
        Suddenly, he did hear a voice. Standing next to him was a human-sized being in a light blue cloak, but just as translucent as the figures in the garden, who asked him what he was doing there. Robert was startled for a moment, but quickly composed himself and asked back, “Who are you, anyway?” 
      

      
        “Don’t you know me? We’ve been together since you were born. I’m your guardian angel,” said the creature, “and my name is Max. What you’re doing there isn’t just forbidden—it’s also very dangerous,” Max said rather grumpily. “You’re nothing but trouble. I have to watch over you all the time, even though I’m also responsible for two other adults and two children. I just had my hands full with two girls on a ski vacation, and the slopes were so icy and dangerous that I barely had a break,” Max grumbled. “And right now, of all times, you’re conducting such dangerous experiments.” 
      

      
        Robert seemed deeply impressed. He’d often felt like he had a guardian angel, but being able to actually talk to him came as quite a surprise. He paused to think, wondering if someone was playing a prank on him. He had a few friends, one of whom was a very good actor and had pulled off some particularly successful pranks that way. All of this flashed through his mind as he took a closer look at Max. But the translucent figure seemed real, and not even his friend Biber, the actor he’d suspected first, could make himself transparent. Robert finally mustered all his courage and tried to contradict Max. “Why dangerous? The opposite is true—I’ve been cured of two ailments,” Robert finally said. 
      

      
        “Do you have any idea?” said Max. “You just caused a curvature in the fabric of spacetime and entered a higher universe, something that was previously considered impossible for living beings. Ever since intelligence and consciousness have existed, new branches have continually emerged that humans and other intelligent beings do not even recognize as parallel universes. If, for example, Einstein had died as a young man in an accident or an assassination attempt, there would probably be no atomic bombs in your world, and the world would have taken a completely different course. So you see that life is very important and, of course, should be ended. Also, every intelligent being should make full use of their abilities, since one never knows what effects action or inaction might have. A book, whether written or not, can completely change the world or even create a new one. There are now a very large number of universes with highly diverse characteristics. Your crystal has not only locally warped space but also time, which is what makes it so dangerous and unpredictable. In some universes, life is impossible. Others are populated by monsters and other horrific creatures. In some universes, eternal war reigns. There are just as many bad worlds as there are good ones, and only very few are habitable for humans. I was just able to pull you into my world; otherwise, you would have fallen into a seething volcano—namely, the one from which your strange stones came.” 
      

      
        “What kind of world have I just stumbled into?” asked Robert, now sounding very meek. 
      

      
        “This is an intermediate world; it stands above the parallel worlds. Only people who died in an accident in your world but have earned ascension live in this intermediate world.” 
      

      
        “But why is Felix the cat here too, and why have my accident injuries disappeared?” Robert asked, already feeling a little calmer. 
      

      
        “In this world, there are no more accidents, and therefore no accident injuries, which is why your injuries have disappeared here as well. Felix, by the way, once had human consciousness, but was demoted for a short time for purification. He was once called Sir Felix and therefore had to spend some time as a neutered tomcat because, in his time, he had seduced a maid and then abandoned her. Ultimately, however, he had otherwise led a reasonably decent life and then died in a sort of traffic accident.” 
      

      
        “Did all these beings or humans, like this noble king, die in accidents, and perhaps you did too?” Robert asked. 
      

      
        “Yes, it’s something like that, and they were all lucky, because they were basically all good people, and that’s why they were able to choose where to go until a new life with a real body would be available to them again. But that’s getting harder and harder, because there have been so many people in accidents lately that long waiting lists are forming. Ever since cars and such terrible weapons have existed, we’ve been completely overwhelmed here.” 
      

      
        “Well, the king in the cherry tree must have been here forever—does it really take that long before you’re allowed to live properly again?” Robert asked. 
      

      
        “Not always,” said Max, “That’s King Leopold; he’s been here for over a thousand years and doesn’t want to go back. He’s particularly taken with this cherry tree. He loved cherries more than anything when he was alive, but he’d never seen any as good as these. Besides, he doesn’t like your world at all. In his view, people no longer have time for one another and think only of money and themselves; things were different in his day, when people—and he himself in particular—spent a lot of time with their friends. They constantly pondered how to make the world a better and safer place. There were many brave people, and he was considered one of the bravest, not shying away from risking his own life for a good cause and the people he loved.” 
      

      
        “I learned in school that King Leopold suddenly disappeared, but the books don’t mention anything about an accident.” 
      

      
        “It’s better that way,” said Max, “He loved not only cherries but also the mountains. So they also proved to be his undoing during a solo hike in winter, and he fell; he was found frozen to death a few hours later. But that’s not really a glorious way for a king to go, so his friends made him officially disappear and quietly buried him under a cherry tree. That’s just how history goes—legends and truth simply don’t mix.” 
      

      
        “Didn’t he have a guardian angel?” asked Robert. 
      

      
        “Oh yes, his guardian angel had always accompanied him through his many battles and watched over him, but the angel had completely exhausted himself in the process and fell into a long sleep when he thought nothing else could happen. That’s just how it is—many accidents happen precisely when you feel safe. We are, or were, only human, and our capabilities are simply limited. We can only help if we’re given a chance and have enough time to do something. In a car accident at 150 km/h, we hardly have any chance to help. 
      

      
        You’ve caused me enough trouble already. I’ve prevented at least five car accidents of yours, and when you did that triple somersault with that horribly cobbled-together heap of junk on the mountain road, I barely had time to cast a spell that spun the car around its axis in midair so it would land back on its wheels. That’s when I appeared to you in the night to give you a piece of my mind, but you had such a hangover that you couldn’t remember a thing. Your deep-snow tours in unfamiliar terrain were another thing altogether. Without my help, you would have ended up like Ötzi; you’d still be frozen solid today, along with your daughter, who had always trusted you blindly despite your stupidity. You were reckless enough to take her down into extremely rough terrain, and she trusted you blindly too, even though you had no idea where you were. 
      

      
        That applies to you now, too; you must refrain from these experiments in the future, or else I’ll do your wife a favor and destroy your beautiful stones,” Max said forcefully. “Unlike you, she has a good sense of how dangerous your toys are.” 
      

      
        Robert became very sad. “But I made this discovery myself, and it could be used for the good of humanity—like in my case, for treating accident injuries—or to record people’s stories so we can learn from them, or to uncover crimes. Maybe during wars or natural disasters, people could be hidden in these light spheres until the danger has passed. Besides, you just said that we should definitely use our abilities.” 
      

      
        “You’d just make people even more reckless, and fatal injuries aren’t going to disappear anyway,” Max said sadly. 
      

      
        “But I’d love so much to talk to these beings,” Robert admitted meekly, “And maybe we could generate clean energy from the sphere of light. Or perhaps visit another world that’s much more advanced than ours.” 
      

      
        “All right,” said Max, “I’ll allow you three more attempts like this, but I’ll be there and have to ask the affected spirits first, and we’ll talk about the energy generation later.” 
      

      
        “Maybe you could quickly tell me your own story,” Robert said to the guardian angel, his spirits already high again, “The sun’s going to set soon anyway.” 
      

      
        “I can’t and won’t do that,” Max replied. “I didn’t have an accident; I caused one, and I don’t want to talk about it. Now I have to work hard to atone for that guilt anyway.” At that moment, the sun disappeared, and the whole spooky episode was over. 
      

      

      
        The next night brought nightmares again, because Robert was even more unsettled by it than he had been the day before. Now all his “near-miss” accidents came flooding back, sending a chill down his spine even in hindsight. There had been several risky passing maneuvers that had barely gone well, and while crossing the highway to Ravelsbach, Robert had at least three times failed to see a car that was poorly lit or not lit at all, nearly getting hit or vice versa. While searching for minerals, he and his friend had climbed up a rock face in an old quarry, and he had nearly caused a fatal accident when his friend suddenly slipped and fell. He himself had already hammered a piton into the rock face, secured himself to it with his waist harness, and tried to catch his friend. He also grabbed his hand, but his friend was too heavy, broke free, and fell anyway. The shock left Robert frozen as he couldn’t hold his friend and watched him fall. But apparently that had been enough to significantly reduce his speed and alter his trajectory so that his friend didn’t hit the rocks but got caught in a tree growing diagonally from the base of the wall. He had terrible bruises and some nasty scrapes, but otherwise no lasting damage. 
      

      
        Then the aliens came again; this time they were small creatures that looked like dinosaurs or giant lizards, falling out of the ball of light with their muddy paws, immediately running into the kitchen, and devouring the cat food. This time his wife got really angry, grabbed one, and threw the little dinosaur—along with the rest of the cat food—at his head, even though she had to really strain to do it, because the creatures were pretty heavy. 
      

      
        Toward morning, just as he was finally able to sleep deeply, a figure similar to his guardian angel appeared to him, almost as real as in the ball of light. He was just as tall, but tanned, despite his translucent body, and wore a golden robe. He said immediately, “Now that Max is finally gone, I can finally talk to you undisturbed. My name is Nero, and I am your real guardian angel, not him. Max is just trying to scare you so you can’t make any groundbreaking inventions. Feel free to try a few other crystals as a base—for example, the other rock crystal with the green tourmalines inside—and you’ll see that there are entirely different, truly exciting worlds out there that are far superior to yours and where you can learn a great deal, unlike in this dull in-between world. You can become the greatest inventor in history, if you just want to.” 
      

      
        Since his personal conversation with Max, Robert hadn’t been surprised by anything anymore and was truly at ease when the alarm suddenly rang and he woke up with a start. 
      

      
        Every bone in his body ached as if he’d crashed himself, and his head was throbbing as if he’d actually taken a blow to it. Apparently, his guardian angel Max had wanted to teach him a proper lesson so he wouldn’t get any silly ideas. Somehow, these dreams had been different than usual. He had the feeling that reality, past experiences, and premonitions were all mixed together in them. Nero’s appearance, in particular, had been incredibly real, and unlike with most dreams, he could still remember every detail clearly. What worried him most, however, was the fact that this time, even more so than the night before, the dream had processed experiences he had never actually had. 
      

    

  
    
      

      CHAPTER 2

      The Crystal Experiments

      
        The next day it rained, so the experiments couldn’t be continued anyway. Robert therefore used the time to better prepare his experiments. 
      

      
        The large rock crystal seemed too dangerous to him to use as a base for a start, so he bought some small and medium-sized stones and various other minerals at the nearby shop in the Amethyst Center, because Nero, the other guardian angel, had also made an impression on him, and he no longer knew whom he could really trust anyway. As a precaution, he selected smaller pieces so he might be able to experiment with small balls of light without immediately falling into other worlds himself. 
      

      
        No one knew about his experiments yet; he considered whether he should consult a physics expert after all, but in the end he contented himself with writing everything down neatly and documenting it, so that in the event of his possible disappearance he would at least leave some clues behind. The photos he had taken of the two crystals had turned out quite well, contrary to expectations, and the ball of light in the pictures was also clearly visible. 
      

      
        A few days later, the weather was glorious, so Robert resumed his experiments. First, he tried using a smaller rock crystal, about five centimeters long, as a base and the smaller taaffeite. 
      

      
        Immediately, a ball of light formed again, one that was actually only the size of a soccer ball. Now he thought about the power source. He took a piece of copper wire, connected it to one terminal of a light bulb socket, and took a second piece of wire, which he connected to the other terminal and clamped to the lightning rod. If energy were actually to flow, it would be so well grounded that it wouldn’t cause any dam. Then he carefully inserted the bare wire—from which he had stripped the insulation at the tip—into the ball of light. No sooner had the wire disappeared a little way into the bulb than it flashed and exploded with a loud bang. The wire, which he had foolishly been holding in his hand, also glowed red-hot, melting the insulation and burning his fingers badly. Fortunately, the heat had also bent the wire, causing it to slip back out of the light bulb, and with that, the ordeal was immediately over. Robert’s fingers were burning like hell, shards were scattered everywhere, and it stank terribly. Once Robert had regained his composure, he cleaned up first so as not to attract attention, and then, without further ado, stuck his burned fingers into the light bulb. Lo and behold, they actually came out unharmed. After all, the experiment had even yielded twice the expected results. It did indeed prove the energy source, and accidental injuries could still be easily healed. However, the small light sphere also seemed to deliver much more energy than he had thought, and therefore the light bulb and wire had obviously been far too weakly rated. Of course, he wanted to know how much energy was actually being produced. He now repeated the experiment using a radiant heater as the load, which he set to full power, and also used a much stronger wire, which he held this time with well-insulated pliers. He also had his multimeter in the circuit so as not to proceed as amateurishly as he had the first time. That worked much better; the heater’s fan started spinning wildly, but the meter went off the scale and the heating coils began to glow white almost immediately. The radiant heater nearly exploded as well, but Robert managed to pull the end of the wire out of the light bulb just in time, aided by a cloud that happened to be there. Perhaps one of his two guardian angels had had a hand in it, too. Now Robert knew—this would be a powerful source of energy and, with the right technology, could be controlled. That would certainly be worth a patent application, even if the problem would likely lie in the far too limited availability of taaffeite. In any case, he photographed everything and wrote down the experiment in detail. At the same time, he began searching the internet for more taaffeite and actually found three more pieces. One piece came from the U.S., one from Sri Lanka, and a collector nearby had another; all three were available at surprisingly reasonable prices. He now had nearly five pieces, which already accounted for a few percent of the total available supply. He picked up the piece from nearby that very same day and slipped the little envelope into his jacket pocket. Gemstones were always kept in small envelopes. He would receive the other two by mail within a week at the latest. 
      

      
        Now that everything seemed to be going so well, Robert got really cocky and remembered the dream with Nero and the idea of repeating the experiment with the other rock crystal. This one was just as big and heavy as the crystal he’d used in the first attempt, but interspersed with some very beautiful tourmaline crystals. These were called watermelon tourmalines, green on the outside but pink on the inside like a watermelon, and quite large as well. The largest measured nearly ten by two centimeters and grew right through the center of the rock crystal. He had received this crystal from his teacher as well, and it seemed even more magical than the other pure citrine crystal, which is why he hadn’t even considered it at first, since he thought it might be very unpredictable. Robert still had about an hour left until sunset, so he figured not much else could happen, placed this crystal in the sun, waited for a cloud, and then set the larger taaffeite on top of it. 
      

      
        Quickly, a large ball of light formed again, this time streaked with green and pink, and it enveloped him as well. Once he had regained his bearings—he was always briefly dazed when entering the ball of light —he couldn’t believe his eyes, wiped his face several times, and counted his fingers. He had a breathtaking view of the valley where he lived. He could even still make out the original shape of the landscape—the valley to his left leading toward Ravelsbach and the Manhartsberg mountain range—but that was all. As far as the eye could see, and especially on the hills, there were huge, crystal-like skyscrapers with a hundred stories and more, standing at close intervals. They all looked like tourmaline crystals; even the roofs were shaped like the crystal’s end faces. He himself was obviously in one of these towers as well—hence the amazing view—but he couldn’t make out any structures like walls or windows; somehow, everything seemed to exist simultaneously. You could see out through all sides, but apparently not in, because with the other buildings you could only make out the structures of the floors, but likewise no windows or walls. The valley had been pretty much built up; only in the middle did a huge lake now sparkle. There were no roads at all, just green park areas with plants he had never seen before. They somehow reminded him of horsetails, but had huge pink flowers on them. He knew horsetails as prehistoric plants that looked a bit like bamboo, but the species he knew were much smaller today, no more than a meter tall. Here, however, they grew twenty to thirty meters high, branching like trees, entirely green, but without leaves, with foliage that was somehow a cross between needles, thorns, and leaves. 
      

      
        All the traffic seemed to take place only in the air, for strange vehicles were hovering everywhere in what appeared to be precisely ordered levels. The vehicles also looked like dragons or dinosaurs, with a small transparent head—in which the pilot was likely seated—and a dragon-like body with a short tail fin and four short landing feet. The surface shone like the windows of the buildings, so it must have been a similar material. High up in the sky, a huge spaceship seemed to be hovering, observing the whole scene. 
      

      He had a very clear view, as no fossil fuels were apparently used in this world, and he could see children in colorful clothing playing on the shore of the lake. Among these children, however, were a number of other creatures he had never seen before. The birds, in particular, did not look at all like the birds he was used to, but rather like flying fish. The easiest to identify were the small dinosaurs; these were obviously pets or playmates, as some children were riding them, which looked very funny. But there were also the gray-blue aliens, whom he couldn’t identify. These looked only very vaguely human. Heads, bodies, and limbs—insofar as one could even say that—merged seamlessly into one another, much like an octopus or a jellyfish, and they didn’t seem truly solid, but rather slightly transparent. Nevertheless, they appeared very elegant and, in a very strange way, also beautiful to look at. They were slightly taller than most of the children, but could move incredibly nimbly. Somehow it looked as if these beings were watching over the children, almost like shepherds tending a flock of sheep. The sight certainly seemed fascinating, strange, and somehow frightening all at once. When Robert had regained his composure a bit, he saw Nero standing next to him, just like Max in the in-between world. Nero grinned from ear to ear and said casually, “Well, what did I tell you? Do you believe me now?” 

      “I believe you, I kind of expected something like this, but this world doesn’t sit right with me. The whole thing doesn’t seem human at all. I don’t like the fact that strange beings are watching over our children, and that spaceship in the sky looks really menacing,” Robert replied thoughtfully. 

      “You’re not entirely wrong,” said Nero, “This world has had your energy source for a long time, but humans have abused it and mainly used it to wage war. As long as they were destroying their own world with it, we didn’t really care, but they also managed to use it to power spaceships, and they wanted to extend their power to other planets. The Council of Planets in this sector of the Milky Way didn’t like that at all, so they placed Earth under supervision. 

      Now humans are to be re-educated so they learn to treat their environment and all other living beings with more respect, and that starts with the children.” 

      “But why are you pointing out the possibilities of my invention to me if the result is so terrifying?” asked Robert, already growing somewhat suspicious. 

      “Give me your hand,” said Nero, “I’ll show you.” 

      

      Robert took his hand and suddenly found himself standing in the room next to the sphere of light. At that very moment, the sun had set, and the sphere of light faded so quickly that he could no longer return. 

      Robert was trapped in this strange world. He grew afraid, became angry, and shouted, “Nero, you did this on purpose, and why did you lure me here in the first place?” 

      “Calm down,” said Nero, “If you help us, I’ll help you get back—if you even want to by then.” 

      “What can I possibly do for you that you can’t do better yourself?” Robert whined. 

      “Oh yes, you can do a lot. You’re made of flesh and blood, equipped with a sharp mind, and quite creative on top of that, as your discoveries show.” 

      “But here in a strange world with no friends, no home, no job, and no money, I’ll end up in prison or a zoo for the rest of my life at best.” The thought of being paraded around in a cage and put on display like a circus bear flashed through his mind and he didn’t like it one bit. “What kind of building is this I’m in anyway?” 

      “It’s something like a hotel, and let me take care of the rest.” 

      “Your job is to help drive these aliens out of here, because they’ve taken our freedom—, we want to change that,” Nero explained, then disappeared. Robert sat down and thought it over. A hotel room—at least he’d be safe there for a few hours. He just had to make it through until the next afternoon; then, with a little luck and some sunshine, the ball of light would reappear. Apparently, one could also go in the other direction—back again—if the dream had been right. First, he took in his surroundings and examined the room thoroughly. Although he kept hearing voices outside, he didn’t want to make contact with the strangers under any circumstances and was glad to be reasonably safe in this room. Some of the furniture was made of a bamboo-like wood that seemed to be coated with a peculiar varnish. As in any hotel room, there was a wardrobe, a bed, a table, and a dresser. On the floor lay a grass-green carpet that also felt like real grass. The surface of the table and the dresser was made of a material he didn’t recognize; visually, it resembled the walls and the outer hull of the airships. It felt smooth and cool and didn’t seem to pick up any dirt at all. He tried to leave fingerprints, but nothing stuck; then he spat a little on it, but everything vanished immediately—nothing remained. Any woman would love this, he thought. The view was still wonderful, even though twilight had fully set in; only the high temperature in the room bothered him a little. 

      An unobstructed panoramic view presented itself to him from every point in the room, making him forget his beads of sweat. The material of the windows seemed to be the same as that of the tabletop and was also stain-resistant. I should take a sample with me, he thought, and examined the room even more closely to see if he could find a loose piece of this material somewhere, forgetting in the process the magnificent view of the exotic surroundings, which seemed familiar and yet completely foreign at the same time. He finally found what he was looking for on the nightstand; this panel could be removed. “Okay,” he thought, “if I actually find my way back, the whole thing will be worth it just for this material; maybe Nero isn’t such a scoundrel after all.” 

      Next, he examined the bathroom; it was recognizable as a separate room, as it had clear outlines and a half-open door, unlike the rest of the room. Inside, the view was the same as in the rest of the room; all the walls appeared transparent to the outside. At first, he couldn’t make out any fixtures like a shower or sink; only the toilet was recognizable as such. He wasn’t at all surprised when, after a test use, his entire rear end was washed, disinfected, and dried before he could even stand up. Apparently, they placed particular emphasis on hygiene here. A small basin in the wall unit turned out to be a sink that filled immediately when you held your hands in it, and the shower worked on the same principle. He discovered temperature controls on the wall in the form of dots graded from dark red to dark blue that reacted immediately upon touch. The same applied to the water flow, represented by a triangular symbol and adjustable just as smoothly from a gentle trickle to a waterfall. He couldn’t determine where the water came from at all; it simply seemed to be there. He didn’t even try the toothbrush, because when he tentatively held the supposed device—it looked like a small snake—against his finger, it tingled terribly and his fingernail immediately turned white as snow, but also became spotless under the nail. It also darted toward his other fingers in a flash, trying to clean them as well, but by then Robert had already put it back in fright. Although he was very thirsty, he didn’t dare drink anything, because he wasn’t sure what other properties this water might have. Next to the bed, he also found the controls for the lighting, which operated with similar geometric symbols. The light came from everywhere and illuminated the room evenly. With the artificial light, the view outside also disappeared, and he no longer felt so glassy. Touching a symbol he didn’t recognize at all, but which looked like a picture frame, transformed an entire wall into a three-dimensional screen on which the news was apparently playing. It felt like watching the actual events unfold, and one had the sensation of being right in the middle of it all, personally experiencing everything firsthand. He could even understand some of the language—some sort of mixture of German, English, and Latin with simple, logical grammar that must have been structured very intuitively. 

      What he saw, however, he liked less: A large, dragon-like aircraft exploded unexpectedly, and the shower of debris seemed to be coming straight at him. A spokesperson then appeared on screen and warned the affected region of further restrictions on personal freedoms, tightened controls, and lockdowns. If the perpetrators—or rather, those behind the attack, since it was obviously a suicide bombing—were not apprehended and extradited within 24 hours, all adults who had not yet been affected by the retraining programs would be subjected to intensive interrogations. 

      Robert didn’t want to try out any of the other controls after that. He had seen enough to know that he mustn’t accidentally draw attention to himself. The sense of security he had felt was clearly illusory, and he now understood Nero’s demand to help get rid of the aliens. But what could he possibly do in this situation? He could only wait and hope that he would be able to go home again the next day. 

    

  
    
      

      CHAPTER 3

      Gone

      Sylvia, Robert’s wife, had just returned from the vet. The vet only saw patients in the evening, because their cat Willi had been acting very restless and strange for a few days and wouldn’t go into the sunroom, which was usually his favorite spot. She seemed both annoyed and worried, because the sunroom was in a complete mess. Her husband Robert had obviously left his workspace without putting anything away. She often got annoyed by his sloppiness, but he usually didn’t leave his stones lying around everywhere—he was particular about them—so this seemed somehow strange. The laptop was still on, too, open in the middle of the table along with a pile of scribbled-on scraps of paper. She couldn’t tell what he’d been doing, because the aquarium was running as a screensaver. Maybe he just popped over to see our niece—she lives right nearby—she thought, and gave her a call. But she didn’t answer, so she started tidying up a bit to clear the table for dinner. She carefully gathered up all the stones and put them in the little bags lying around for that purpose. She also searched the floor, because there were cracks in the table through which something so small could easily fall. But she found nothing there; only on top of the large rock crystal with the tourmalines lay a small, pale gray-violet crystal, which she immediately recognized as taaffeite. Although for some reason she didn’t like these stones at all, she was nonetheless aware of its value and rarity. So she safely stowed the taaffeite in the little box on the table, to make sure these pieces wouldn’t fall victim to the vacuum cleaner later on. She hadn’t noticed much of her husband’s activities; she thought he was finally photographing and documenting his collection. It was getting late, and still no sign of her husband, which worried her more and more. She checked the wine cellar, since he couldn’t have driven away either, because the car was in its usual spot, but she didn’t find him there either. Eventually she fell asleep, but the next morning, when she woke up abruptly because her cat Willi was making a loud racket—which was quite unusual—her husband was still missing. Even before breakfast, she called the police and asked about any possible accidents, but there was nothing on record. She checked his computer again but couldn’t find anything that helped her, so she turned it off just to be safe. But since she suspected it might have something to do with the laptop after all, she called her friend Ana, who worked at the same computer company as her husband, and told her the story. Ana, of course, immediately agreed to help, as she was a very cheerful and helpful person, and promised to look into the matter with her husband as soon as she finished work. 

      Ong Kri from the monitoring center of the planetary law enforcement agency for Earth was sitting bored in front of his monitoring instruments, thinking of his home, the planet Maya. There, they were currently celebrating Light Square—the time when, due to the position of the four moons, it remains equally bright day and night for several months. During this time, celebrations take place almost continuously. In the middle of this period, when it was at its brightest—which was called Light Square—these celebrations reached their peak. He missed that quite a bit, and it made him a little depressed. Due to human attacks on unarmed planets, the Planetary Council had completely sealed off the space above Earth and tasked the Maya with surveillance. The Planetary Council consisted of over a thousand inhabited worlds and controlled nearly the entire Milky Way—or rather, the worlds within this galaxy known to them. Ong Kri was a very prominent member of this Council and took on this task himself due to the difficult circumstances and historical interests involved. The Maya were among the oldest and most highly developed civilizations of all known intelligent beings. They were already familiar with the planet from a previous mission, when they had attempted to bring some civilization to the then-gifted but very primitive humans and to seek alternatives to their slowly cooling home planet. The experiment initially proved very successful, but then the immaturity of the human race came to the fore once again, and after a brief golden age, the civilization descended into cruelty, collapsed, and was swallowed up by the jungle. Robert was also familiar with these ruins; even after many hundreds of years, they remained impressive and mysterious. Apparently, many events in both parallel worlds occurred synchronously—that is, truly in parallel—despite their partially divergent paths of development. 

      Ong Kri didn’t actually have to be on duty, since he was the head of this command center and thus in charge of the planet, and he had plenty of staff, but this way the time passed a little faster for him. He didn’t usually enjoy his duty here; at times it was boring, and at other times it was extremely dangerous. Although the planet Earth was visually stunning, it was far too hot for him to live there permanently. The regions of Earth where he felt comfortable—that is, the cooler zones—were also the peaceful regions. Apparently, the more sensible humans lived there. He was glad he didn’t have to supervise the children himself, even though he liked human children very much, but the children especially loved to be outdoors, particularly in the hotter zones, and naturally had to be supervised there as well. He kept asking himself how it could be that such cheerful, intelligent, innocent, and creative beings as human children could so easily turn into veritable beasts when they fell into the wrong company. Strangely enough, not all humans were like that; some retained their friendly nature well into old age, but others began exhibiting highly foolish and senselessly aggressive behavior as early as 12–13 Earth years. Adults with similarly bad traits beg, once they had safely survived their youth—and were thus already wiser than the others—to exploit these traits. This gave them power, for most people could easily be intimidated by brute force and fear and harnessed for their own interests. 

      When that didn’t work, these people evidently exploited primal fears and founded obscure religions or sects intended to morally justify every atrocity. He could only guess where these ideologies came from; presumably they had been created by space pirates who wanted to make a comfortable life for themselves when they occasionally visited Earth. With the help of the technology they brought with them, they were sometimes even able to develop remarkable cultures in which they themselves usually attained a god-like status. The Egyptian pharaohs were a typical example of this. Of course, beings with high ethical principles also visited this planet, and they naturally tried to spread civilizations based on democratic principles and religions with genuine moral content in order to create a counterbalance. 

      Humanity’s development was evidently not yet advanced enough for them to understand and bear the truth about the actual nature of the universe. Even now, when humans had already achieved considerable technological progress, only a small elite actually knew the truth and accepted these facts. They were merely one of many rational beings in the known universe, and at the lower end of the evolutionary scale. The danger lay in the fact that some people—apparently even highly gifted ones—still refused or were unable to accept this reality. They were once again using religions to brand the Maya as demons who must be fought by any means necessary. He had just witnessed yet another senseless suicide attack, one that brought nothing but suffering and death and only escalated the spiral of violence. Fortunately, the Maya were invisible to the people of this world—even though they possessed physical bodies. The eyes of the people in this parallel world could not perceive the ultraviolet blue hue of their skin, for in this world the Maya, for safety reasons, wore only clothing in those shades. This characteristic also made them particularly suited to serving as security personnel here. Communication between humans and the Maya was only possible via video transmission using cameras capable of capturing and converting their special colors. However, these devices could be easily detected by their surveillance instruments and were strictly prohibited anyway. For this reason, these attacks were usually based solely on blind assumptions and were therefore directed exclusively against the humans themselves. Originally, humanity’s first contacts with other planetary peoples had been very peaceful, as only the most capable representatives had been sent on the first interplanetary missions, which brought an enormous developmental boost to people from Earth’s highly developed countries. But they did not sufficiently share this new prosperity and these new technologies with the poorer countries, and over time, very wealthy fanatics from these disadvantaged regions managed to equip themselves with the same technology. Unfortunately, these fanatics began to seek out planets that were not yet technologically advanced enough to offer resistance. 

      They, in turn, began to oppress, proselytize, and exploit these planets—a repetition of their own history. Following a brutal attack on a highly advanced planet whose population knew no violence and therefore possessed no defensive weapons, the Council of the Milky Way Quadrant decided to completely seal off the space above Earth and standardize the education of human children. Due to their superiority, four Maya spaceships were sufficient to bring the entire planet under control. The presidents of the larger states were informed and promised to cooperate after seeing that their weapons were ineffective. A few trouble-making countries, however, decided to wage a bloody guerrilla war against the Maya to force them to retreat, as they had repeatedly attempted throughout history. 

      Suddenly, however, Ong Kri was wide awake; he had unexpectedly detected a very brief space-time anomaly in an otherwise very safe and peaceful region of Earth. He knew this region very well, as the climate there was reasonably pleasant for him as well, and he therefore enjoyed mingling with the people of that world. In the process, Ong Kri had also made friends among the people and selected a sort of ambassador to his people, with whom he enjoyed having in-depth conversations. Wilhelm, as the ambassador was called, had been a prominent and highly respected leader of a global peace movement and had proven to be the ideal choice. 

      There had been a very violent space-time shift, but it exhibited a completely different phase pattern than that caused by spaceships when they establish a wormhole for interstellar travel. He immediately sounded the alarm and decided to investigate this phenomenon on-site himself. He handed over the command center to his deputy, Um Zwäng, summoned his swamp gecki, and ordered his smallest service bike so he could land anywhere as unnoticed as possible. 

      He loved his particularly intelligent Gecki. These were swamp dwellers, back when there were still many swamps on Earth, and they fed on insects, which they caught very skillfully with their meter-long tongues from any position and even mid-air. You could still see their reptilian ancestry in them, as they retained their typical physique, but they were not aggressive at all and, once they had befriended a human, were incredibly loyal to them. Humans had therefore trained them to be pets very early on, since they kept the annoying and dangerous pests away from them and required hardly any food. However, one could sometimes end up with a bruise if the Gecki caught an insect right on bare skin, because their tongue was like a whip. The Gecki could understand human speech quite well and respond with a series of hissing sounds. Thanks to their extraordinary hearing and sharp eyes, they were also excellently suited as guard animals. In fact, they no longer really belonged to the animal kingdom, for they displayed astonishing intelligence and a distinct personality. They were probably at least as intelligent as the dolphins on Earth. They also used their tongues to make simple tools and start fires. It looked truly spectacular: they would simply take a piece of wood, wrap their tongues around it, and spin it incredibly fast against a stone, like a yo-yo. The wood would then usually catch fire instantly. They had developed this technique to smoke insects out of their hiding places. Their sense of humor was also highly developed, though the humans didn’t find every prank the Geckis pulled truly funny. Ong Kri sometimes didn’t know whether to laugh—which sounded like a kind of cough to the Maya—or to get annoyed when Moki, as his Gecki was called, showed him that you could hold a glass of wine upside down without spilling a drop. 

      He had been able to bring only a few bottles of this Violetta wine from his home planet and was very proud of them. Violettas were snowberries that grew only once every twelve years, when the four moons of his home planet aligned on the same night side and cast constant light day and night for three months. Though they contained little juice, they had an incredible aroma, and they were said to possess almost magical properties. It had, however, been proven that a glass of it doubled the consumer’s cognitive abilities for several hours, because it significantly increased blood flow to the brain and, incidentally, practically halted the aging process. This was presumably also the reason for the Maya’s enormous progress, for it made them not only exceptionally intelligent but also incredibly wise, as they could expand their knowledge almost indefinitely. It was considered the most expensive drink in the known universe. Moki, however, showed no respect for this precious drink and enjoyed spinning a full glass with his deft tongue without spilling a drop. He never actually spilled anything, provided he wasn’t distracted. The first time, Ong Kri didn’t know this yet and tried to save the glass. It promptly flew against the wall along with its precious contents. Otherwise, Moki’s pranks were rather entertaining, especially when Ong Kri’s staff wanted to report something and suddenly found the documents missing because Moki had made them disappear beforehand with his nimble tongue without anyone noticing. Once, a head of state brought him a valuable gift in the form of an antique sculpture, and just as he was about to present it, he found he had nothing left in his hand. Years later, Ong Kri still had to laugh or clear his throat—as was customary among the Maya—at the look on the president’s face. 

      Now there were almost no swamps left, and consequently very few wild swamp geckos remained. The number of insects had also declined sharply, so they had become dependent on human food. Ong Kri had found Moki in a rather neglected state and half-starved during one of his excursions to a cool plateau, where Moki had apparently strayed while searching for food. They had immediately become friends after Ong Kri had more or less voluntarily given him all his provisions. Interestingly, swamp geckos also had no trouble sensing the Maya, as their senses were far more acute than those of humans. Fortunately, the geckos were very good at sensing their partners’ character, and it was very rare for geckos to voluntarily stay with evil or radical people for any length of time; they preferred to look for a new partner, even if some of them starved to death or perished in other ways in the process. This seemed to have been Gecki’s experience as well, for he immediately sensed Ong Kri’s positive character and was very happy to have found him, a feeling that was mutual. Moki always showed Ong Kri in good time where danger lurked and whom he could or could not trust. They had developed a very special sign language for this purpose. So Ong Kri took a hearty swig of Violetta wine, careful to ensure the Gecki didn’t get in his way, and set off. He had the coordinates of the spacetime shift, so he knew the location and almost exactly the building, though of course not the floor or room—but he would figure that out. The flight from his spaceship to Earth took barely more than half an hour, but there were three large, very tall buildings that were all possibilities. He landed as unnoticed as possible in a small forest clearing and set off on foot to meet his friend and ambassador, Wilhelm. In the meadow near a small stream, on whose banks stood a few old horsetail trees, a couple of children were playing hide-and-seek. One child was standing blindfolded in front of a tree, and the others were running away, singing. He had to smile when he heard a new nursery rhyme, and he was delighted by their spontaneous creativity, quietly repeating the words into his Gecki’s ear. 

      Uno duo three, Gecki catch the fly 

      Four, five, six, today you won’t catch a thing 

      

      Seven, eight, nine, ten, now you can’t see a thing. 

      Catch me if you can, else you’re a silly man. 

      Pronto subito, look for me until the end 

      The Gecki clicked his tongue briefly, which was something like a laugh, and looked at him questioningly. “We have to look for something unknown, something that’s probably not of this world; you have to sense it,” said Ong Kri. “But first, let’s go see our friend Wilhelm; he’ll surely be able to help us.”

    

  
    
      

      CHAPTER 4

      In the Other World

      Robert had finished inspecting the room and lay down briefly on the bed to think. Not much time could have passed since his arrival, and yet it seemed like an eternity to him. He wondered whether he should stay here or go outside to look around, because he was terribly thirsty. He first searched the dresser for something to drink, since he couldn’t find anything like a refrigerator or a minibar. He did find some sort of glasses in the nightstand, but they were also made of an unknown material. On the door of the nightstand were several symbols—some drop-shaped, others rectangular—that looked like food or drink. His curiosity and thirst overcame his caution, and so he touched a drop-shaped yellow symbol in the center. Almost at the same moment, one of the two glasses filled with a yellow liquid. He tasted it cautiously and was quite surprised by the pleasant flavor, which reminded him a little of citrus fruits but still tasted strange. So he wouldn’t die of thirst, he thought, and drank it all. But his joy was short-lived, for no sooner had he finished drinking than he was seized by violent stomach cramps and barely made it to the bathroom, where he had to vomit. 

      When he had recovered somewhat and returned to the room, three strange figures were standing in the middle of the room. At first he thought it was a side effect of the drink, but these people seemed to be real. How they had managed to enter unnoticed was a mystery to him. They looked very human, and were about the same height, but their skin seemed a little scaly, and their clothing was made of an unknown, iridescent material. Their teeth gleamed bright white, and so their smile seemed very dangerous, but they greeted him warmly. They spoke slowly and clearly in their language, which he had already encountered on the screen. “Greetings, stranger, we have been expecting you for a long time,” came the greeting. “We are the leaders of the global resistance movement against the Maya. I am Dragoz, and these are my officers, Snako and Dento. Nero, our divine spirit, has long foretold your coming, and now we have finally been able to receive your signal. We are only a few free people left on this planet, and your arrival is long overdue, before the oppression by the devils becomes complete. 

      Our time is very short, for we assume that the oppressors have also received your signal and will be here very soon as well. This is our great opportunity; we have long prepared everything to finally be able to capture one of these devils. Only in this way can we force them to retreat. We know that their lives are sacred to them, for there are very few of them and they usually live to an incredibly old age. We have not been able to set a single effective trap for them so far, for they are too clever for that, and moreover, we cannot see them—at most, we can only suspect their presence—which is why all assassination attempts have come to nothing so far. 

      That can all come to an end now; with you, we have a once-in-a-lifetime chance to end this occupation. We’re pretty sure that an alien will show up soon to investigate the cause of this spacetime shift. It will find you, too. Even we have detected this shift, although our measuring instruments are nowhere near as good as the aliens’. Our plan is for you to wait until an alien finds you, which could be very soon. We’ve booked the room for a week, just to be safe. We’ll be in the room above you the whole time, where we’ve made a tiny opening in the ceiling so we can observe you and this room with fiber optics. When you see the devil clearly, give us a signal indicating where he is. Just point in his direction with one or more fingers, depending on the distance—one finger per step. Then we’ll just need to cast our nets over him. Invisible nets have already been installed everywhere inside and in front of this room, making escape impossible. We believe this is the only way to catch him, because firearms seem to have no effect on him. Once we’ve got him, you can do whatever you want again. If it’s too dangerous for you to stay here, we’d be happy to take you in. We have a number of very secure hideouts in old mine tunnels here in the area.” 

      “What if I don’t want to go along with this?” Robert asked. 

      “Nero promised us your help, and besides, we assume you want to get home alive. That’s all; we have to get out of here before we’re discovered. Here, have something to drink—you could use it,” said Dragoz, and vanished through the wall. For a moment, Robert could make out the exit; now at least he knew where the way out was. Robert took a sip absentmindedly—it was cool, clear water—and tried to gather his thoughts. It seemed clear that he couldn’t really trust Nero and his friends, but what alternatives did he have? He was just as trapped as the alien they’d warned him about. 

      He realized he couldn’t play along with Dragoz, as that would surely fuel the spiral of violence even further. He knew the problem from his own world. Each side felt they were in the right and often had legitimate reasons for it. Even though he didn’t particularly like being monitored by the alien, it seemed to have a good reason. In any case, he had to hear their side of the story before getting involved in any actions. He had only a minute or two before Dragoz and his
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